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All books have beginnings, even though it may be difficult to recall when those first ideas began to take tangible form. One of the certainties in the origins of this Handbook has been a deep respect for, and engagement with, social theory: a respect and engagement I share with many colleagues and friends in my disciplinary community. Surrounded by constant complaints about the inadequacy of social theory in the study of health and medicine, and the difficulties of convincing students (and colleagues from other disciplines) of the value in positioning theory at the centre of all good scholarship, at some point it became essential to act and address this with a substantial handbook. Behind this volume has also been a long-held dissatisfaction with the way we so often approach social theory in our publications (and also the classroom). Despite several decades of debate about the inadequacies and biases of the sociological canon, Marx, Weber and Durkheim continue to be defiantly paraded to the general exclusion of women theorists. While women's achievements and attempts at recognition have been severely hampered over the decades, there are, nevertheless, sufficiently important women theorists who have now been 'rescued' from obscurity and, with a little effort, can be placed in such a handbook. In addition to the on-going neglect of women theorists, our approach to social theory is generally ahistorical. All too often we offer theorists as disembodied subjects espousing universal truths and give little thought to the specifics of their lived experience in a given time or place. Yet it is only when we understand the embodied theorist and their social context, that their concepts and theories really begin to 'make sense'. This Handbook addresses each of these matters. All chapters have two points of focus. On the one hand, they examine one or, in some cases, two social theorists, providing some biographical information and insight into the intellectual and social background of the subject. Certainly, it is the case that not all contributors have been comfortable with this sociology of knowledge approach to the Handbook, but there are quite a few who have drawn interesting conclusions about the notable links between a theorist's own life experiences and his or her theoretical frameworks. On the other hand, each of the chapters takes a health issue or topic, demonstrating the utility of the theoretical frameworks and major concepts for exploring or explaining these. As indicated by the list of chapter contents, both male and female theorists have been selected, from all time periods, and a broad variety of health topics are covered, including the experience of chronic illness, indigenous healthcare services, hospital bureaucracies, children's health, men's health, women's health, counselling and food x Preface xi and nutrition. The Handbook is organised chronologically in terms of the dates of birth of the theorists. The first was Harriet Martineau, born in 1802, while the most recent, and still very much alive, is Paul Farmer, born in 1959.
Admittedly, the book has been something of an experiment. Well-known scholars and a few early career sociologists of the sociology of health and medicine were approached and invited to contribute, with the choice of theorists largely in their own hands. When it became obvious that most potential contributors were selecting the conventional subjects of the sociological canon -despite hints about the need for an equal focus on women theorists and theorists generally less well known -more direct requests had to be made. Despite my best efforts, there are many women theorists who are missing from this book, though I console myself with the thought that it is at least a good start. It is of course, generally harder to locate information about women and 'other' theorists. There is less archival material available and much less in the way of commentary and analysis. Nevertheless some of the authors stepped up to the challenge, and the Handbook thus opens our eyes to some new and less well-known theorists, extending knowledge beyond the more common offerings in the sociology of health and medicine.
All books have their limitations, and in this case while there is an extended array of social theorists, the main focus remains on theorists of the West. This is understandable, given the European-American heritage of the discipline. Nevertheless future editions of the Handbook will hopefully extend such offerings to the countries of Asia, Africa and the Americas.
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